Preface

RECENTLY,, literary critics on both sides of the Atlantic
have made attempts to explain the sudden, extraordinary
and (by implication) preposterous popularity of the spy
novel The consensus seems to be that it has something
to do with the public's need to discharge accumulated
Cold War tensions; and,, since the Cold War has already
been blamed successfully for so many far weightier social
ills, the wretched thing can probably support this small
additional burden of guilt.

However, one of the critics, Mr Jacques Barzun, who is
Dean of Faculties and Provost of Columbia University,
has gone more deeply and more bitterly into the matter.
Writing in The American Scholar, he says that, cThe soul
of the spy is somehow the model of our own; his actions
and his trappings fulfil our unsatisfied desires.5 He also
discovers *a pre-established harmony: the novel as a
genre has been prurient and investigative from the start
,.. from Gil Bias to Henry James's "observer" some-
body is always prying/ Mr Barzun probes yet further.
'The novel,5 he declares, 'is dedicated to subversion: the
novelist is a spy in enemy country. No reason, then, to
be surprised that his ultimate parable should be the tale
with a declared, certified spy in it, one who like the
original picaro sees society from below, and resentfully,'

When Epitaph for a Spy was written spy stories were
generally considered a very low form of literary life